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Executive Summary  
 
There is a growing recognition of need for changes to the U.S. agricultural system, which both 
contributes and is vulnerable to the climate crisis and generates significant negative social and 
environmental externalities. This report examines the potential of private investment in 
regenerative agriculture to address the interconnected ecological, social, and economic failings 
of the current system. Regenerative agriculture takes a systems-based approach to farming 
rooted in a series of principles that are applied differently in local contexts. This approach 
seeks to support healthy agroecosystem function and provide social and economic benefits. 
 
The current U.S. agriculture system must be understood in the context of the historical policies 
that shaped it, which reinforce the barriers to using regenerative practices. These barriers 
include land access and capital barriers, misaligned federal incentives, technical and 
knowledge barriers, cultural barriers, and structural racism that excludes farmers of color from 
land access and credit. 
 
Farmland has become a vehicle for investment and an increasingly attractive asset class over 
the past decade. There is an emerging category of farmland funds that market themselves as 
impact investors, with environmental and social goals in addition to profit. This report examines 
private investment as a strategy to reduce the capital barriers preventing farmers from 
accessing land and investing in regenerative practices. Specifically, this report examines 
whether and how a private investment vehicle that owns and manages farmland that is leased 
to farmers who agree to use regenerative practices could catalyze a shift resulting in 100 
million cropland acres, or 25% of cropland, that are farmed regeneratively by 2030.  
 
This report focuses on three private investment vehicles: private Real Estate Investment Trust, 
Real Estate Limited Partnership, and private equity Limited Liability Corporation. The report’s 
key findings are: 
 
1. A private investment vehicle likely cannot scale regenerative agriculture to 100 million acres 
of cropland by 2030. 
 

1.1) An investment vehicle can attract some farmers by offering secure land tenure and 
other incentives, but this is insufficient to scale regenerative agriculture investment. 
 

1.2) Current efforts to model the profitability of regenerative agriculture are overly 
simplistic and untested.  
 

1.3) This model is likely not profitable when scaled to 100 million acres and may not be 
able to attract sufficient investment. 
 

1.4) It will be challenging to identify sufficient suitable land for investment due to the 
system of land inheritance, informal networks of access, and anti-corporate farming 
laws. 
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2. This model could be tested on a smaller scale if there are sufficient guardrails, but more 
research is needed to understand its effectiveness and potential negative impacts on land 
consolidation. 
 

2.1) For a smaller scale investment, an LLC structure provides the most flexibility and is 
the easiest form to set up and manage. To ensure transparency and accountability, the 
LLC should be certified as a B Corporation and public benefit corporation, and farmers 
should have representation on the board. 
 

2.2) Farmers need secure land tenure, risk sharing, and opportunities to build equity. 
 

2.3) There must be a clear definition of regenerative agriculture and tools to ensure that 
investor-owned farmland continues to be farmed regeneratively, ideally through 
affirmative agriculture easements. 

 

2.4) Prioritize farmers facing land access barriers and purchasing farmland owned by 
absentee landlords. 
 

3. More research is needed to understand this model’s effectiveness and potential negative 
impacts on land consolidation. 
 

2.5) Private investment in regenerative agriculture could spur broader financialization of 
farmland, further concentrating land and wealth and leading to negative social and 
ecological outcomes. 
 

2.4) There are important tradeoffs to consider between equity, effectiveness, and 
efficiency.  

 
Achieving the social, economic, and environmental goals of regenerative agriculture requires 
addressing questions regarding agricultural concentration, access, and power. Private 
investment can in some cases address land access and capital barriers but will likely be 
insufficient at a larger scale to overcome the misaligned incentives and other barriers that 
prevent farmers from adopting regenerative practices. However, this model could provide 
secure land tenure and access to capital for a smaller subset of farmers, given sufficient 
measures to ensure that social and ecological goals are met.  Further research and 
consideration are needed to understand the tradeoffs between effectiveness, efficiency, and 
equity in this model, and potential impacts on farmland and wealth concentration.  
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I. Introduction 
 

As the climate crisis intensifies and agricultural concentration continues to increase, the U.S. 
agricultural system is at a crossroads. There is growing recognition of a need for dramatic 
changes in the current agricultural system, yet there is wide debate on the path forward. The 
current system operates on tight margins, pays sub-living wages, and produces unhealthy food 
with significant negative environmental and social externalities. This report will examine the 
potential of private investment in regenerative agriculture to address the interconnected 
ecological, social, and economic failings of the current system. U.S. agriculture is a primary 
contributor to climate change, biodiversity loss, water scarcity, and pollution. Agriculture both 
drives and is vulnerable to climate change, as the agricultural sector emits greenhouse gases 
and depends on natural ecosystem processes.1  
 
Agroecological approaches to farming can reduce and sequester greenhouse gas emissions, 
provide ecosystem services and nutritious food, and support community-wellbeing.2 A healthy 
and resilient food system is foundational to a society where all can thrive. Organic, climate-
smart, regenerative, soil health practices, and agroecology have gained prominence as a way 
to farm embedded in local ecosystems. These approaches can sequester carbon, improve soil 
health, provide higher long-term yields, increase resilience to drought, floods, disease, and 
pests, decrease groundwater nitrate contamination, improve air quality, and improve crop 
nutrition.3 This report will focus on the term regenerative agriculture, as this term has rapidly 
gained prominence among farmland investors, agribusiness, and advocates.  
 
Around 40% of farmland is expected to change hands by 2035 as farmers retire.4 It is crucial 
that the next generation of farmers is able to access and successfully steward farmland in a way 
that generates ecosystem services, reduces climate harms, and provides nutritious food that 
supports community food security. In order to facilitate this transition, existing barriers to 
regenerative agriculture must be addressed, including misaligned policy incentives, land and 
capital barriers, knowledge and skill barriers, cultural barriers, and insufficient resources for 
research.  
 
Private investment in regenerative agriculture is one potential strategy to address the cost 
barriers to accessing land and adopting regenerative practices by providing long-term leases 
to farmers and mitigating some of the up-front costs. Over the past decade, farmland has 
become a vehicle for investment and an increasingly attractive asset class. There is an 
emerging class of farmland funds that position themselves as impact investors, with 
environmental and social goals in addition to profit. These funds lease farmland to organic 
farmers and encourage use of regenerative farming practices. Concurrently, there is increased 
momentum in the Biden administration to develop agricultural policies that addresses the 
climate crisis, and a variety of related legislation has been introduced.5 USDA has also 
expressed interest in solutions that utilize private investment.6  
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This report examines strategies to leverage private capital into regenerative farmland. 
Specifically, this report examines whether and how a private investment vehicle that owns and 
manages farmland could catalyze a shift resulting in 100 million cropland acres, or 25% of 
cropland, that are farmed regeneratively by 2030. The report begins with background on the 
current agricultural system, the existing policy landscape, trends in farmland investment, and 
current barriers to land stewardship. The report then evaluates a specific farmland investment 
strategy where an entity raises private capital, purchases diverse farmland and leases it to 
farmers who follow a certain set of practices or achieve certain outcomes, with annualized 
returns for private investors acting as shareholders to the entity. The report explores possible 
structures and incentives for this investment strategy, analyzes their tradeoffs, and assesses the 
ability of any model to scale. 
 
This report concludes that private investment can in some cases address land access and 
capital barriers but will be insufficient to overcome the misaligned incentives and other barriers 
that prevent farmers from adopting regenerative practices at scale. Farmland is different from 
other asset classes due to its reliance on natural processes and critical importance for human 
well-being. Any investment strategy should carefully consider possible unintended 
consequences, such as land consolidation and wealth concentration, that may ultimately 
undermine the goals of the investment strategy. 
 

II. Background 
 
In this section, I provide background on a number of topics that are necessary for my analysis 
and recommendations. First, I provide an overview of how regenerative agriculture can be 
defined, and how widespread regenerative agriculture is. Then, I provide historical context on 
policies that have shaped the agricultural system and current policies that maintain the status 
quo. Finally, I discuss the financialization of farmland and why farmland has become an 
attractive asset class.  
 
2.1 Defining Regenerative Agriculture 
 
Regenerative agriculture is a relatively new term that is gaining widespread popularity across 
stakeholder groups including non-profit advocacy organizations, food companies, 
agribusinesses, and farmers. There are other terms that have been used in various contexts to 
refer to similar concepts and goals, including: land stewardship, agroecology, sustainable, soil 
health practices, conservation agriculture, and climate-smart agriculture. 
 
Rather than seeking to sustain and maintain, as is implied by sustainable agriculture, 
regenerative agriculture seeks to actively support and improve soil health and ecosystem 
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function.* Regenerative agriculture is knowledge-intensive, rather than fossil fuel- and chemical-
intensive.7 However, beyond this general definition, there is little consensus on what 
regenerative agriculture means. Some believe that these practices can be layered over 
conventional farming, while others argue regenerative farming will require a bigger shift.8 
 
Newton et al (2020) reviewed 229 journal articles and 25 practitioner websites to identify their 
definitions and found that they varied widely. 9 Some definitions focused only on processes, 
such as cover cropping, livestock integration, and conservation tillage. Other definitions 
focused only on measurable outcomes, such as carbon sequestered or water quality 
improvements. Additionally, some definitions focused on elements of both process-based and 
outcome-based definitions.  
 
Whether the definition of regenerative agriculture is process-based, outcome-based, or both, 
has significant implications. An outcomes-based framework may consider genetically modified 
crops that sequester carbon to be regenerative farming, but a process-based framework may 
argue that this approach is greening the existing model without addressing underlying social 
and environmental issues. 10 
 
The regenerative agriculture space – in terms of advocates, conference speakers, and visible 
proponents – has predominately been white-led. However, indigenous people and farmers of 
color have been practicing these forms of agriculture for centuries and have largely been 
excluded from this conversation.11  
 
Some definitions of regenerative agriculture include social and economic factors. Newton et al 
(2020) found that 41% of practitioners included increasing community well-being as part of 
their definition. Others have criticized regenerative agriculture proponents for their 
unwillingness to engage in conversations around power, access, compensation, and equity. 12 
Critics argue that regenerative agriculture must be grounded in the context of present and 
history land access and equity issues, and existing power dynamics and economic assumptions 
must be interrogated.13 Otherwise, regenerative efforts will be tweaking the existing model 
without changing the paradigm that creates incentives for conventional agriculture, 
environmental degradation, and exploitation of agricultural workers, and therefore ultimately 
may be insufficient to address the scale of the crisis. 14  
 
The definition this paper will use draws upon elements of definitions from organizations 
including Soul Fire Farm, Rodale Institute’s Regenerative Organic certification, and the Soil 
Health Institute, and seeks to incorporate social, economic and environmental goals:15  
 

 
* For further discussion of the types of specific principles and practices associated with regenerative 
agriculture, please refer to “Investing in Soil Health via a Regenerative Farmland Investment Trust: A 
Policy Analysis and Pilot Recommendations” by Molly McGregor. 
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Regenerative agriculture involves a shift in mindset that prioritizes stewardship. Regenerative 
agriculture takes a systems-based approach to farming and is a set of principles that are 
applied in local contexts. It encompasses both specific practices, like cover cropping and 
conservation tillage, and desired outcomes, like cleaner water and air. In considering the whole 
farm system, regenerative agriculture should also consider power, access, compensation, and 
equity.  
 
This definition encompasses both process and outcome, and connects the social, ecological, 
and economic goals of regenerative agriculture. Connecting these elements is critical in 
building support with diverse stakeholder groups and thinking about the ecological impacts of 
the agricultural system in its larger context.† 
 
2.2 Current Usage of Land Stewardship Practices 
 
There is limited data available on land stewardship practices, but available data suggest that 
these practices have low adoption rates. USDA’s Census of Agriculture collects data on several 
practices that improve soil health: no till, reduced till, cover crops, and organic fertilizer. These 
practices do not fully encompass land stewardship, but they can provide a rough proxy. 
 
Of those who reported which tillage system they use, approximately 37 percent of acres are 
managed with no-till, 35 percent are managed with reduced tillage, and 28 percent use 
conventional till. Though no- and reduced till have relatively high rates of adoption, evidence 
on the ground suggests this number is highly inflated, and may actually be closer to 10 percent 
for some crops.16 Cover crops are used on 5 percent of acres of cropland used for crops, 
excluding acres enrolled in the Conservation Reserve Program, which are not in production. 
Only .9 percent of total cropland is certified organic.17 About 1.5 percent of all farmland is 
protected by a conservation easement. 18 Small farms between 1 and 9.9 acres have the highest 
adoption rates of cover crops and organic fertilizer, while mid-sized to large farms between 200 
and 1999 acres have the highest rates of no or reduced tillage.19 Overall, these practices have 
very low adoption rates, and likely fewer farms are adopting the regenerative agriculture 
approach.   
 
2.3 Agriculture in Context 
 
The modern U.S. agricultural system must be understood within the context of U.S. policies 
that have shaped agriculture. Agricultural policy has treated agriculture like an industrial 
process, focusing on incentivizing ever-increasing yields to the exclusion of other 
considerations. This approach degrades soil and generates social and environmental 

 
† For further discussion of attitudes regarding regenerative agriculture and discussion of other related 
terms, please refer to “Farmland Investment as a Vehicle for Environmental Conservation; An analysis of 
stakeholder attitudes and social impacts” by Karina Mudd.   
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externalities while rewarding large-scale production that is dependent on fossil fuel intensive 
agrochemicals, resulting in a remarkably inefficient system.20  
 
While there have not been comprehensive efforts to quantify the externalities of industrial 
agriculture, there are data available on some key impacts. Nitrogen pollution from fertilizer and 
manure runoff creates around $157 billion in externalities to human health and the 
environment each year.21 Pesticides are estimated to generate human health and 
environmental externalities equal to $12.5 billion annually.22 Some evidence suggests that the 
benefit-cost ratio of pesticide use may be lower than 1, meaning the benefits do not outweigh 
the costs.23 Additionally, the cost of farmland soil erosion is estimated to be around $44 billion 
annually.24 
 
Historical policies that excluded people of color from owning land while exploiting their labor 
have shaped this system. The Homestead Acts and Northwest Ordinance of 1787 allocated 
indigenous land to settlers who could “improve” the land through farming, and policies like 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and Internment Act of 1942 excluded Chinese- and 
Japanese-Americans from owning farmland.25 The legacy of enslavement of African people, 
sharecropping and cash tenancy, and continued discrimination and violence has resulted in 
black farmers losing 80 percent of their land between 1910 and 2007.26 The number of black-
operated farms decreased 98 percent between 1920 and 1997.27 Currently, white individuals 
comprise 95 percent of all farmers and own 98 percent of farmland.28 In contrast, somewhere 
between 51 and 83 percent of farmworkers are Latinx.29  
 
These policies have created a system where a small group of farmers operate the largest and 
most productive farms, while there is another broader class of wealthy farmland owner-
operators that produce little and benefit from tax breaks for owning agricultural land. 
Meanwhile, there is a small number of beginning, female, and people of color farmers that are 
struggling to access land and credit and make a livelihood from farming.  
 
The size of farms has increased steadily since the post-Civil War period, while the number of 
farms and farmland acres has declined since their peak levels in the 1950s. There are currently 
around 896.6 million acres of farmland in the U.S., of which 44 percent is cropland, 44 percent 
is pasture, and 8 percent is woodland.30 There are about 2 million farms with an average farm 
size of 434 acres.31 This report will focus on cropland, which comprises about 395 million acres, 
and 1.48 million farms with an average farm size of 269 acres.32 
 
The U.S. agricultural system concentrates wealth reaped from nature and labor amongst small 
group of landowners and agribusinesses.33 A small group of farms produce the majority of the 
nation’s agricultural products and receive large subsidy payments. The top 5 percent of farms 
in terms of sales grossed 75 percent of all agricultural sales. 34 Between 1995 and 2016, the top 
10 percent of farms received 77 percent of “covered commodity” subsidies, and the top 1 
percent received 26 percent of all subsidies, equaling $1.7 million per recipient.35  
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The majority of the remaining farms are hobby farms or retiree farms, comprising two-thirds of 
the 2 million total farms. Most of these farms are owned by wealthy landowners who are 
eligible for agricultural tax breaks – the median household with a retiree or hobby farm owns 
about $450,000 in net non-farm wealth, which is four times the median U.S. household’s net 
wealth.36 Many of these farms are not producing or selling any farm products; one-quarter of all 
farms did not sell any farm products in 2017. 37 The available evidence suggests that many 
zero-sales farmers are wealthy landowners taking advantage of agricultural tax breaks.  
 
In fact, most farmers are wealthier than the average American. Accounting for debt, the 
median farm household has total net wealth nine times as high as the median U.S. household. 
While 41 percent of farmers are considered low income, 97 percent of farm households have 
more net wealth than the median U.S. household.38 Farm household wealth is highly racialized, 
with the majority of farm income and wealth concentrated in white households.39 Aside from 
the large farmers and retiree/hobby farmers described above, there is a small group of female, 
people of color, and beginning farmers that are more likely to operate smaller farms and be 
low-income and low-wealth. These farmers are another demographic who operates zero sales 
farms, not for tax management purposes, but because they are struggling to access credit and 
land and run a profitable operation. 40 
 
Optimizing agriculture for yield per acre has come at a high ecological, economic, and social 
cost. The next section will discuss some of the policies that maintain this system.  
 
2.3.1 Agricultural Credit and Crop Insurance 
 
The federal government has long provided incentives, credits, and subsidies to farmers, 
acknowledging that farming is inherently risky and is critical to the nation’s food supply and 
national security. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) supports farms through 
loan guarantees, direct loans, crop insurance subsidies, and the Farm Credit System. 
Additionally, there is a patchwork of state policies that provide tax incentives for agricultural 
land and disincentivize land transfers.  
 
The Farm Credit System (FCS) is a government-sponsored enterprise that consists of 71 
cooperative lending institutions regulated by the Farm Credit Administration and financed by 
the Farm Credits Banks Funding Corporation. The FCS offers loans to farmers, rural 
homeowners, and agribusinesses at low rates, and the majority of loans disbursed are for real 
estate. In 2020, total farm debt was projected to be $432 billion.41 As of 2019, FCS holds 43 
percent of total farm debt, or $178 billion.42  
 
The Farm Service Agency provides temporary loans or loan guarantees to farmers or ranchers 
who are unable to access credit from other sources.43 The Farm Service Agency holds 3 percent 
of total farm debt, or $11.8 billion as of 2019. 44 The Federal Agricultural Mortgage Company, 
known as Farmer Mac, guarantees loans to agricultural lenders, including FCS and commercial 
banks, assuming the risk associated with lending to small family farms. Ninety-seven percent of 
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Farmer Mac’s farm and ranch loans guarantees are to small and family farms.45 Farmer Mac also 
serves as a secondary market for agricultural mortgage-backed securities. Farmer Mac holds 
another 2 percent of farm debt, or $7.6 billion. 46 The majority of the remaining farm debt is 
held by commercial banks.  
 
These loan products do not account for the increased risk of default due to climate change 
impacts, which will increase the overall risk of agricultural lending and could lead rural 
agricultural lenders to insolvency.47 Additionally, lenders do not account for the role of 
producer soil health practices in reducing risk. 48 Soil health practices have been shown to 
increase climate resilience and reduce yield volatility caused by adverse weather events, but 
federal crop insurance poses one barrier to implementation.49  
 
USDA oversees a suite of crop insurance programs that disincentivize soil health practices. 
These programs are managed through the Risk Management Agency (RMA) and Commodity 
Credit Corporation (CCC) relate to risk management, including yield protection, revenue 
protection, and disaster insurance.50 The federal crop insurance program insures 290 million 
acres, or about 73 percent of total cropland, and 80 percent of the acres of major field crops.51 
The federal government pays about 60 percent of total premiums using tax-payer money, and 
program costs were $8.4 billion in 2019.52 The CCC’s risk coverage, loan deficiency, and other 
commodity programs comprised another 21.4 billion in 2019.53  
 
In order to receive insurance, the RMA outlines strict rules that determine eligibility. However, 
these rules were developed with conventional commodity crop growers in mind, and make it 
difficult or impossible for diversified farms, specialty crop growers, and non-conventional 
farmers to participate.54 Additionally, the rules make it challenging for conventional farmers to 
use soil health practices like cover crops.55 In 2014, only 36 percent of vegetables were 
covered by crop insurance, compared to 89 percent of acreage of the top 15 commodity 
crops.56 The 2014 Farm Bill added a promising new program targeted at diversified farms, 
specialty growers, and organic growers, Whole Farm Revenue Insurance. However, the number 
of policyholders is very small, with about 2,732 policies that earned premiums in 2017, 
suggesting that more efforts are needed to make this program accessible and relevant to these 
growers.57 
 
Climate change will increase the frequency and intensity of adverse weather events, which 
make yields more variable, thereby increasing costs, and resulting in higher premiums.58 
USDA’s Economic Research Service predicted that without changes to the crop insurance 
program, moderate warming would increase federal expenditures by 31% by 2080, or by 65% 
under higher warming scenarios.59  
 
All 50 states offer some type of preferential treatment to agricultural land, which incentivizes 
agricultural preservation but also disincentivizes land transfers. Strategies range from assessing 
and taxing the land at its agricultural value rather than its market value, to lowered rates or 
exemptions.60 This preferential treatment can disincentivize farmland sales because landowners 
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will need to pay capital gains taxes on their land appreciation rather than transferring the land 
through inheritance, which exempts up to $11.6 million worth of property from taxation for 
individuals, and $23.4 million for married couples.61 This dynamic has led to less available land 
for new farmers to purchase, creating challenges for farmers who seek to use regenerative 
practices but have trouble accessing traditional credit and will not inherit land.   
 
2.3.2 Cooperative Extension 
 
Cooperative Extension staff, who provide training and technical assistance to farmers, generally 
lack expertise in regenerative farming. The Cooperative Extension program developed out of 
agricultural clubs in societies in the 1800s, and it was formalized as part of the land-grant 
university system in 1914. With almost one office in every county, Extension was a key driver in 
the adoption of the Green Revolution model of conventional farming focused on yields that 
prevails today.62 In recent years, Extension has primarily served conventional farmers, and 
farmers now tend to go to private sector crop advisors before Extension.63 Sustainable 
Agriculture Research and Education program offers grants and education programs related to 
sustainable agriculture, but their annual budget and reach is relatively small ($37 million) 
compared to the Extension budget for agricultural research, education, and extension activities 
($837 million) as of 2020.64  
 
2.3.3 Conservation Programs 
 
The federal government provides loans, grants, and technical assistance to adopt conservation 
practices, but these programs are chronically under-funded. Furthermore, there is not data 
available on whether farmers maintain changes beyond the program enrollment period. The 
major programs USDA’s Natural Resource and Conservation Service (NRCS) manages include 
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), 
Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP), and the Agricultural Conservation 
Easement Program (ACEP).  
 
EQIP assists landowners in managing natural resource challenges through technical and 
financial assistance to implement conservation practices, and provides partial reimbursements 
for the cost of adopting practices for up to 10 years, and has impacted 94 million acres 
between 2008 and 2017.65 CSP provides financial and technical assistance to producers for 
using conservation practices, works with applicants to identify current conservation 
performance and additional activities, and then provides annual payments.66 CSP has enrolled 
80 million acres cumulatively in 2010 through 2016.67 RCPP requires partners to apply for 
awards, and then partners work with producers and landowners to implement conservation 
activities.68 ACEP provides financial assistance to eligible entities, such as American Indian 
tribes, state and local governments, and non-governmental organizations, to purchase 
Agricultural Land Easements that protect agricultural use and conservation values.69 As of 2017 
ACEP has enrolled 3.5 million acres in easements, the majority of which are for wetlands, with 
some farmland and grassland.70  
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The FSA administers an additional related program, the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). 
CRP provides annual rental payments, cost-sharing and technical assistance for the conversion 
of environmentally sensitive farmland to conversation cover for 10 to 15 years.71 The program 
currently enrolls 22.3 million acres, and 2018 Farm Bill increased the acreage cap from 24 
million to 27 million acres by 2023, but only 245,000 new acres were enrolled in 2019.72 Most 
of these programs exclude tribal land due to its ownership structure.73 
 
Total NRCS spending for 2020 was $6.2 billion in addition to the FSA’s CRP spending of $2 
billion, which is approximately 5 percent of the total USDA budget of $153 billion.74 There is 
not data available to understand the impact or effectiveness of these programs on long-term 
soil health outcomes.75 Many of these programs are underfunded and oversubscribed, and 
program funds are sometimes inefficiently allocated to projects likely to have minimal 
environmental benefits.76 Programs may have less acreage enrolled because NRCS is 
insufficiently funded to do enrollments and administer the program. Additionally, these 
programs place a high administrative burden on farmers and require extensive paperwork with 
sometimes inflexible and arbitrary program requirements.77 While there is not data available on 
whether participant continue using practices once the payments stop, anecdotally, some 
experts and farmers have seen that farmers stop the practices when the payments stop.78 
 
2.3.4 Financialization of Farmland 
 
Since the mid-2000s, farmland has been undergoing a process of financialization. 
Financialization refers to the shift in ownership of farmland as a strategic or social good to 
ownership motivated by financial returns.79 Pension manager TIAA started investing in farmland 
in 2007, and this trend has expanded beyond TIAA to other forms of investors and investment 
mechanisms, including REITs, endowments, hedge funds, wealthy individuals, and institutional 
investors like banks, mutual funds, and insurance companies. 
 
Farmland is considered an attractive asset class due to lack of correlation with other asset 
classes, low volatility, positive correlation with inflation, and consistent underlying demand for 
food.80 As a finite asset, it reliably appreciates in value over time.81 Farmland owned by 
investors is generally rented out to farmers, often through a management company. Typically, 
farmland investment provides returns through dividend income from rental payments and 
increased land values.82  
 
Despite these attractive qualities, farmland has several attributes that distinguish it from other 
asset classes and pose challenges to investors. Farmland is not like any other good. Making 
farmland investible, and unlocking the financial benefits described above, requires a process 
that addresses the risks, heterogeneity, and illiquidity of farmland. Unlike any other form of 
production, farming depends on natural processes and is inherently risky, and portfolio 
managers mitigate this risk by diversifying across crop and geography. Farmland is also 
heterogenous, which makes it difficult to assess and compare parcels. Investor firms have 
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invested in the development of metrics and representational practices that enable farmland 
selection and valuation.83  
 
Farmland is illiquid, as land does not go on sale often and the cost of one parcel may be 
prohibitively expensive for an individual to build a diverse portfolio. Additionally, most 
farmland is inherited or sold through personal networks – with only 4 percent sold at auctions 
and 44 percent sold through other various formal and informal channels – which requires 
farmland buyers to be well-connected. Farmland ownership also requires management: 
farmland owners or their investment managers need to identify high quality farmers, develop 
leases, monitor soil, and apply to federal programs targeted at landowners.84 Investment 
companies have addressed the illiquidity and management challenges through the 
deployment of corporate structures like Real Estate Investment Trusts, which allow land to be 
bought and sold more easily in relatively small shares.85 These corporate structures enable 
profits and limit investor risk.86 
 

III. Barriers to Regenerative Agriculture 
 
There are a variety of barriers that prevent farmers from using regenerative practices. One of 
the largest barriers is access to land and the capital necessary to access land and start a farm or 
transition to using regenerative practices. This paper will focus on the role of private capital in 
addressing the barriers stemming from lack of access to capital and secure land tenure. 
 
Other key barriers include misaligned policy incentives; lack of awareness, knowledge, and 
technical skill; lack of access from those who have technical skills, like farmworkers; cultural 
barriers; lack of supply chain support; lack of research and science; and structural barriers and 
agricultural concentration that exclude marginalized groups underrepresented in farming 
including women, new/beginning farmers, millennials, and people of color.87 As farmers are not 
a homogenous group, certain barriers will be more salient to particular types of farmers, 
depending on farm acreage and revenue, region, crop, and race and gender demographics. 
 
3.1 Barriers to Accessing Capital 
 
Qualitative evidence suggests that women, new/beginning farmers, and farmers of color are 
more likely to use soil health practices, but they face barriers in accessing federal agricultural 
credit and crop insurance programs that would enable them to access land and government 
support.88 Government Accountability Office reported that socially-disadvantaged farmers and 
ranchers, which includes the groups above, are “more likely to operate smaller, lower-revenue 
farms, have weaker credit histories or lack clear title to their agriculture land.”89 Additionally, 
USDA has a long history of current and past discrimination against black farmers in regards to 
access to loans, information, and USDA programs, and has failed to address a substantial 
backlog of civil rights complaints.90 This creates additional challenges for black farmers in 
accessing land and capital. These barriers prevent aspiring regenerative farmers from farming 
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and make it more challenging for those who do gain land access to successfully operate a farm 
business.  
 
For farmers with land access, implementing regenerative practices is associated with three 
types of costs: opportunity costs, upfront investments in equipment or infrastructure, and on-
going investments in seed, labor, and management. Of these, the most salient barrier is the 
opportunity cost of reducing cash crop production or yield in the short term. 91 One practice 
change, such as implementing cover crops to a corn and soybean farm, may require 7 to 8 
other changes, including an update to the farm’s crop insurance plan.92 Some of the financial 
benefits are immediate, such as a decreased need for chemical fertilizers and pesticides, but 
others take several years to accrue.93 This timing mismatch and perception that regenerative 
practices result in increased financial costs rather than benefits impedes adoption.94 
Alternately, perceived financial benefits could be a main driver in the adoption of regenerative 
practices.95  
 
3.2 Barriers to Accessing Land  
 
Land access and secure land tenure are significant barriers. Presently, most farmland is 
inherited or purchased from a relative: 36 percent of total farmland is owned through 
inheritance or gift, and 16 percent was purchased from a relative, totaling 52 percent of acres.96 
Therefore, while it is projected that one-quarter of farmers representing 70 percent of farmland 
will retire by 2030, much of this land may transition hands through inheritance or sale to 
relatives. These conditions mean that accessing farmland requires social capital, access to 
informal networks, and access to credit, severely limiting who is able to access farming.97  
 
Additionally, farm real estate prices have doubled over the past decade.98 In particular, new, 
young, and people of color farmers are likely to have limited financial resources and may not 
be able to afford farmland, especially if they have community-oriented objectives and 
diversified farming systems.99 These farmers often do not qualify for conventional loans or 
cannot afford large down payments, and are less likely to have access to the informal networks 
that facilitate access for other farmers. 100 Additionally, lenders do not account for the 
decreased risks of regenerative and organic farmers in their willingness to lend or their rates.101 
Young farmers consistently name land access as one of the biggest challenges to using 
regenerative practices.102  
 
Additionally, there is a large population of aging farmers who own their own land, are unlikely 
to change their practices, and are incentivized by the tax system to wait to transfer their land 
through inheritance of their estate. Thirty-four percent of all producers are age 65 or older.103 
This group is most likely to own the land they farm: 43 percent of land farmed by farmers age 
65+ is owned by the farmer-operator.104 While this group may not be a good target for 
adoption of regenerative farming practices, they are important to engage with to help the next 
generation of regenerative farmers to access land.  
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About 50 percent of cropland is rented, and 57 percent of tenant farmers have annual leases, 
which disincentivizes long-term investments in soil health improvements.105 Farmland is 
typically rented in three different ways: fixed cash rent, cost-share where the landlord may 
receive a portion of produced output, and flexible cash where part or all of the payment is 
based on prices or yields after harvest. Of the 346 million acres of leased farmland, 69 percent 
of acres are in fixed cash rent leases, 21 percent are in cost share leases, 7 percent are in 
flexible cash leases, and 3 percent are rented for free. 106 Evidence from Iowa suggests that 
cash rent is becoming an increasingly popular lease structure, likely due to increased farmland 
ownership by non-operator landlords (NOLs) who live out of state. 107 This rental structure puts 
the risk of farming entirely on farmers, as opposed to cost-share and flexible cash structures 
that share the risks and rewards between farmers and landowners. Secure land tenure and risk 
sharing is critical in order for farmers to make long-term infrastructure and land stewardship 
investments and be able to reap the returns.  
 
3.3 Misaligned Federal Incentives 
 
Crop insurance and agricultural credit, which commodity farmers rely on to mitigate the low 
profit margins and high risk of farming, disincentivize soil health practices. Crop insurance  
guarantees income for farmers based upon historical yield and market prices, incentivizing 
farmers to plant on marginal land poorly suited to farming, such as highly erodible land or 
flood-prone land.108 By guaranteeing farmers payments based upon expected yield and 
compensating them for losses due to adverse events, crop insurance incentivizes farmers to 
plant as much as they can in risky areas. The strict eligibility rules were not designed with soil 
health practices in mind, providing farmers who do want to use soil health practices little 
flexibility and putting them at risk of having their claim denied. 109 Additionally, lenders often 
require farmers to have crop insurance in order to get a loan. 110  
 
As a result of this current incentive system and the existing barriers to access, the young 
farmers who have obtained access to land and credit tend to be mid and large-scale farmers 
who farm commodity crops grown conventionally. In fact, the 8 percent of farmers who are 
under age 35 are more likely to rely on commodity crops than those 35 and above, and only 1 
percent of these farmers operate organic farms.111 This dynamic is likely due to the strong 
federal incentives around commodity crop production, and the challenges associated with 
growing specialty crops or diversified farming systems, suggesting that commodity farmers are 
better able to gain access and support. 
 
3.4 Additional Barriers 
 
Another barrier is cultural beliefs and attitudes, and lack of knowledge and awareness of 
regenerative practices. Many farmers are do not have the technical knowledge to use 
regenerative practices and may be resistant to change from the prevailing farming models in 
their communities. Some farmers may have negative perceptions, such as the belief that 
regenerative practices will reduce crop yield. 112 Extension services are often not well-equipped 
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to provide regenerative technical assistance, and NRCS staff are often underfunded and limited 
in their reach.113 Regenerative farming requires a shift in mindset from yield towards 
management of a complex agroecosystem. 114 This cultural change requires communities of 
practice and peer support networks. Additionally, farmworkers often bring knowledge of 
regenerative agriculture from their home countries, but they are not viewed as a legitimate 
source of knowledge and are kept siloed from farm management decisions. 115 
 
Regenerative products do not have a premium, unlike organic or fair trade. Some producers 
are able to garner a consumer premium through marketing strategies in direct markets, though 
this approach is limited.116 Most food companies do not pay a premium for regeneratively 
grown products or have requirements around growing practices beyond food safety practices. 
Recently, food companies like Danone, Kellogg, General Mills, PepsiCo, and Unilever have 
made commitments to supporting their farmers in adopting regenerative practices, but more 
time is needed to understand what these commitments will mean for farmers.117  
 
There is need for more research focused on understanding the outcomes associated with 
regenerative agriculture practices across different contexts. Additionally, there is a need for 
field-level data on farming practices, farming outcomes, and ecological outcomes to better 
understand current agricultural impacts and benefits of conservation practices. Data collection 
has been siloed and metrics are not integrated across USDA agencies and often vary across 
regions.118 
 

IV. Private Investment in Regenerative Agriculture 
 
As discussed above, access to land and capital is one of the most significant barriers that 
prevents farmers from using regenerative practices. This barrier includes the cost of purchasing 
or renting land and the up-front and opportunity costs of transitioning to regenerative 
agriculture. This report focuses on understanding the role of private investment in addressing 
these barriers, with a particular focus on a model that raises private capital to purchase and 
improve the soil health of land that is then leased to farmers who agree to farm regeneratively.  
 
In the past decade, there has been accelerated interest in the deployment of private sector 
capital to invest in regenerative agriculture and support its adoption. This has manifested 
through impact investing and private sector initiatives like carbon markets and supply chain 
commitments. Institutional investors, including endowments, pensions, banks, Real Estate 
Investment Trusts (REITS), mutual funds and insurance companies, as well as high net worth 
individuals have been the primary investors in agriculture, and many of these groups are 
interested or have invested in sustainable or regenerative agriculture. In 2017, 63 percent of 
the leading impact investors had some investments in food and agriculture, but they comprised 
only 7 percent of assets held.119 
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There are five major asset classes relevant to regenerative agriculture investment: cash and 
cash equivalents, fixed income (public bond markets and private debt), public equities, private 
equity and venture capital, and real assets (farmland). This includes real estate investments in 
sustainable farmland, debt investments in farmland and food businesses, and equity 
investments in food companies and agricultural technologies.120 One study in 2019 identified 
127 US-focused investable strategies totaling $321.1 billion in assets that integrated 
sustainable food and agriculture as a theme or criteria in their investment process. Of those 
127 strategies, 70 strategies totaling $47.5 billion were specifically focused on regenerative 
agriculture.121 These estimates of regenerative investment, likely an undercount, suggest 
promise and interest in sustainable and regenerative agriculture, but more research is needed 
to understand how these investment goals translate to on-farm practices and outcomes.  
 
Farmland itself has become an increasingly popular real asset class in the past two decades. As 
interest in regenerative agriculture investment has increased in the past several years, farmland 
investment has become an appealing strategy. This paper focuses on three primary private 
investment vehicles that can own farmland: a Real Estate Investment Trust, Real Estate Limited 
Partnership, or Limited Liability Corporation. These private investment vehicles provide 
different legal and corporate structures for owning and leasing out land. Unlike agricultural 
carbon markets or supply chain commitments, farmland investment strategies provide the 
opportunity for private investors to receive returns from regenerative agriculture. 
 

4.1 Private Equity Models 
 
This analysis focuses on three private investment vehicles that can own farmland, and one 
additional model of private investment in a non-profit that owns farmland. This analysis focuses 
on vehicles that own farmland as a strategy to address the challenges of land tenure security 
and capital barriers to implementing regenerative practices. Many of these investment vehicles 
are already being utilized to support regenerative agriculture, though none of the existing 
models identified require specific regenerative practices or outcomes, though many models 
require that farmers be certified organic.  
 
Private equity real estate funds are funds not listed on public stock exchanges. They are close-
ended funds that raise a fixed amount of capital, which is used to invest in equity and debt 
holdings related to real estate assets.122 These funds can be structured a variety of ways, but 
this report will focus on private Real Estate Investment Trust (REIT), Real Estate Limited 
Partnership (RELP) and Limited Liability Company (LLC) structures as the most relevant for this 
context. 
 
4.1.1 Real Estate Investment Trusts 
 
An equity Real REIT is a company that owns and manages real estate properties. They are 
required to invest at least 75% of total assets in real estate or cash and earn at least 75% of 
gross income from rents, mortgage interest, or real estate sales. Uniquely, they must pay out at 
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least 90% of their taxable income as shareholder dividends annually.123 They are managed by a 
board of director or trustees, the majority of which must be independent from management, 
and are elected by investors.124 In decision-making, votes are allocated by number of shares 
owned. REITs do not allow majority ownership by a small number of individuals, as REITS 
cannot have more than 50% of its shares held by five individuals or fewer. 125 Additionally, they 
must have at least 100 shareholders after their first year. They are not subject to the corporate 
income tax, so the tax liability is passed on to shareholders where dividends are taxed as 
ordinary income, capital gains, or a return on capital. Typically most of the dividend is income 
and is taxed according to the shareholder’s marginal tax rate, and the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act 
created a 20% deduction that applies to certain REIT dividends through 2025. 126 REITs can 
sometimes be considered preferred stocks, which provide investors with a fixed dividend on a 
pre-determined schedule.127 
 
Equity REITs can be private or public and are subject to different requirements. This paper will 
focus on evaluating private REITs rather than public REITs, as public REITs were determined to 
be infeasible in this context due to the high barriers to their creation. Private REITs are not 
stock exchange-listed or registered with the SEC, but are regulated by securities laws 
Regulation D and Rule 144A, which generally limits their investors to accredited investors and 
qualified institutional buyers.128 To become an accredited investor, an individual must have at 
least $1 million in net worth, or must have made at least $200,000 annually for the past two 
years, or they must demonstrate they meet a threshold of professional knowledge regarding 
unregistered securities. Organizations that have assets greater than $5 million can also be 
accredited investors.129 Private REITs tend to have minimum investments somewhere between 
$10,000 to $100,000.130 Private REITs also tend to have higher transaction costs.131  
 
Private REITs are not very liquid, and redemption programs vary by company.132 REITs are 
limited to owning real estate, so they are typically managed by another company that can be 
structured as a Limited Liability Corporation, Limited Partnership, Limited Liability Partnership, 
or in some states, a Low-Profit Limited Liability Company. 
 
4.1.2 Real Estate Limited Partnership 
 
In a RELP, there is typically one general partner who manages the fund and assumes full 
liability, while limited partners are outside investors seeking an investment return and are only 
liable up to the amount they contribute. Profits are shared between general partners (GP) and 
limited partners (LP), often in a 30% (GP) and 70% (LP) split. The fund typically has a fixed-term 
lifespan after which limited partners receive that principal investment amount. They typically 
work with high net worth individuals, accredited investors, and institutional investors. The 
general partner is involved with day to day management and has representatives on the board 
of directors. General partners can give voting rights to limited partners regarding major 
business decisions, which may be allocated based on their ownership interests, equally 
amongst all partners, or another method. Sometimes the general manager will not have any 
employees and is managed by an LLC as a separate entity. Limited partners have limited 
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influence and involvement in governance, though some entities set up advisory boards 
composed of limited partners to provide opportunities for influence.133 The RELP’s funds are 
typically illiquid. Similar to REITs, RELPs distribute dividends and income to investors, but 
unlike REITs, they can also pass through losses.134 Profits are generally derived from rents, loan 
interest for investors, and the later sale of appreciated properties.135 RELPs do not pay 
corporate income tax and the income distributed to individuals is taxed as individual income.136 
 
4.1.3 Limited Liability Corporation  
 
Limited Liability Corporations are a hybrid between Limited Partnerships (LPs) and 
corporations. Unlike LPs, LLCs offer all of their members limited liability by separating the 
business assets of the LLC from owners’ personal assets. In an LLC model, all investors are 
members, though there can be different classes of members. Anyone can be a member, 
including corporations, individuals, non-profits, and other LLCs, though banks and insurance 
companies cannot form LLCs.137 LLCs have minimal requirements regarding governance and 
only require a certificate of organization with contact information, the LLC’s purpose, and the 
management structure.138 Unlike REITs, they do not require decision-making to be allocated 
according to the one share, one vote rule.139 Similar to RELPs, this model is flexible regarding 
management and distribution of income and losses. Like RELP and REITs, they are pass-
through entities for tax purposes. In the real estate context, LLC funds may be relatively 
illiquid.140 These funds also typically work with high net worth investors, accredited investors, 
and institutional investors. Often the fund itself will be structured as an LLC, and then a second 
LLC or other entity will manage the fund. Non-profit organizations can have full ownership 
interest in an LLC. If the non-profit is the sole owner of the LLC, it can report the LLC’s financial 
activity on the nonprofit’s tax return without needing to file an additional return.141  
 
Comparison of Different Investment Vehicles  

Farmland 
Owner  

Management Governance Tax Implications Investors Liquidity 

Private REIT LLC, LP, LLLP etc. Investor-elected board 
of directors; 1 share: 1 
share 

Pass-through, 
income 

Accredited 
investors, qualified 
institutional buyers 

Low 

RELP General 
partner/limited 
partner 

Board of directors, 
general partners and 
sometimes limited 
partners, optional 
advisory board  

Pass-through, 
income and 
losses 

Accredited 
investors, high net 
worth individuals 
and institutional 
investors 

Low 

LLC Member-
managed or 
manager-
managed by LLC, 
etc. 

No requirements Pass-through, 
income and 
losses 

Typically high net 
worth individuals, 
institutional 
investors 

Low 

 
In the regenerative farmland context, the three private investment vehicle models involve 
investment managers raising capital from accredited and institutional investors, purchasing 
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farmland, and leasing it to farmers who follow certain practices, achieve certain outcomes, or 
both.‡ These models all have similar tax implications, though only RELPs and LLCs can pass on 
both income as well as losses for tax purposes. Additionally, REITs must distribute 90% of their 
income, whereas LLCs and RELPs can adopt other structures. All are fairly illiquid, with assets 
that would need to be held between approximately 8 and 20 years in the farmland context, 
though some funds have been able to provide some liquidity over shorter time frames. For 
these models, income would be derived from rental payments and land appreciation. REITs are 
relatively complicated to set up, while LLCs are the simplest models to set up, and LLCs 
provide the most flexibility regarding management and governance.  
 
4.2 Regenerative Investment Goals 
 
The primary goal of this investment strategy is to increase the number of cropland acres 
farmed regeneratively to 100 million acres by 2030. As the ecological, social and economic 
challenges farming faces are interconnected, a policy that seeks to successfully increase 
regenerative agriculture should consider outcomes in all of these domains.  
 
4.2.1 Land Stewardship & Ecosystem Service Outcomes 
A successful investment in regenerative farmland should result in adoption of soil health 
practices, and positive environmental outcomes, including better soil health, reduced water 
pollution, better water infiltration, biodiversity and pollinator habitat, and carbon sequestration.  
 
4.2.2 Social and Economic Outcomes 
A successful investment strategy should promote positive social and economic outcomes for 
farmers, their communities, investors, and investment managers through investment in long-
term solutions to provide nutritious food while supporting community health and wealth.142 Any 
regenerative investment strategy should support farmer well-being and financial health and 
give farmers a voice in decision-making and governance. 
 

V. Analytical Approach  
 
This report seeks to answer the following question: 
 

Can a private investment vehicle that owns and manages farmland catalyze a shift 
resulting in 100 million cropland acres (25% of cropland) that are farmed using 
regenerative practices by 2030? 

 
To answer this question, the following sub-questions must be considered: 

 
‡ Please refer to “Investing in Soil Health via a Regenerative Farmland Investment Trust: A Policy Analysis 
and Pilot Recommendations” by Molly McGregor for an analysis regarding measurement and standards 
for regenerative agriculture.  
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1. Are enough farmers and would-be farmers willing and able to rent and use regenerative 
practices on a long-term basis given sufficient incentives and support? 

2. Can regenerative agriculture be made investable? 
3. Can a private investment vehicle effectively facilitate implementation of regenerative 

practices and achieve desired outcomes, and keep land in regenerative farming? 
4. Are enough investors willing to invest in this new product? 
5. Are there sufficient individuals with the technical expertise to form and operate 

regenerative farmland investment vehicles? 
6. Is there enough land available for purchase by investment managers to reach the 100 

million acre by 2030 goal? 
 
A private investment vehicle that seeks to own regenerative farmland to scale regenerative 
farming must have several components. The first component is the private investment vehicle 
that owns farmland, and an entity that manages the farmland portfolio. Second, there must be 
sufficient incentives and support for farmers to participate. Third, the investment must be 
attractive to profit-seeking investors.  
 
4.1 Methods 
 
To address the questions outlined above, I conducted a literature review of barriers to 
regenerative agriculture, strategies to overcome these barriers, and current farmland trends. 
Literature reviewed included academic papers, white papers and reports, as well as news 
articles. Interviews were conducted with 58 stakeholders, including beginning farmers, 
experienced farmers, farmland investment managers, policy experts, advocacy groups, and 
agricultural trade associations. Existing farmland investment models were reviewed and 
evaluated. 
 
Breakdown of Interviews by Stakeholder Type 
Stakeholder Type Number of 

Interviews 
Farmers & Producer Associations 6 
Private Sector Agricultural Companies 4 
Government Representatives and Policymakers 4 
Academic and Non-Profit Content Experts 14 
Legal and/or Investment Professionals 6 
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VI. Private Equity Investment Vehicle Analysis 
 
5.1 Effectiveness Analysis 
 
5.1.1 Are enough farmers and would-be farmers willing and able to rent and use regenerative 
practices on a long-term basis given sufficient incentives and support? 
 
Broadly speaking, leasing land would most likely appeal to new farmers who cannot access 
credit to purchase land, or to farmers who may or may not currently own land and are looking 
to expand their operation without taking on additional debt.143 The kind of support and 
incentives necessary to attract farmers to regenerative leases will depend on the type of 
farmer. 
 
Small to mid-sized beginning organic farmers who already have some land access but are 
seeking to expand their operations and lack the capital to access traditional financing will likely 
be incentivized by long-term, affordable leases that share the risks of farming, and landowner 
investment in capital improvements. It is also helpful to include access to an affordable source 
of credit to finance operating needs. The experience of Iroquois Valley Farmland REIT (IV), 
which owns or has provided financing for 13,000 certified-organic acres across 59 farms, 
illustrates how these incentives can function. Typically, farmers will approach IV with a parcel of 
land that they have identified. Often this farmland is conventional, meaning it will need to 
undergo the three-year process of transitioning to organic. In most cases, farmers proactively 
seek out Iroquois Valley from word of mouth referrals or internet searches. After confirming 
that a farmer will be a good candidate by looking at their business history, IV works with the 
farmer to purchase land for them to lease.  IV works primarily with millennial farmers who are 
from established farming families and have some land but are seeking to expand their 
operations. These farmers often have trouble accessing traditional credit sources. Iroquois 
Valley provides secure land tenure in the form of long-term leases with the option to purchase 
and also provides mortgages in states that ban corporate ownership of farmland. IV also offers 
a line of credit to help farmers pay for operating costs. Additionally, investors share the risk of 
farming with farmers and pay for capital improvements; farmers pay a base rent determined by 
the acquisition price of the land, and then pay a variable rent when their revenue reaches a 
certain threshold.  
 
There is an additional pool of experienced mid-sized farmers seeking to expand their 
operations. These farmers are also seeking secure land tenure with landowner investment in 
capital improvements and market opportunities. These farmers may be able to pay higher rents 
for leases and may be less in need of additional credit. Farmland LP, a regenerative organic 
farmland fund that operates both REIT and LLC funds focused on farmland in Oregon, 
Washington, and California, provides one example of this case. Farmland LP has attracted this 
farmer group by offering long-term leases, investing in capital improvements, and providing 
market opportunities. Farmland LP purchases farmland, transitions the land to organic through 
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their farm management company Green Spring Farms, and develops a crop rotation plan. 
Farmland LP then identifies experienced farmers to farm the parcel. All land must be farmed 
organically, but Farmland LP works with a mix of farmers who are already farming organically 
and others seeking to transition. Farmland LP employs 45 farmers directly on about 5,000 of 
their acres and leases out another 10,000 acres. In contrast to Iroquois Valley, which does not 
provide direction on farming practices beyond organic certification, Farmland LP chooses the 
crops and has more oversight and input into the farm operation. They have a relationship with 
Whole Foods Market, which allows them to help farmers access the organic market. Farmland 
LP provides support in the form of organic land, a crop rotation plan, and infrastructure 
improvements like irrigation systems and owl boxes, some of which they help fund with USDA 
grants. Farmland LP’s investments in organic transition and infrastructure allow farmers to avoid 
taking on debt, but they do pay higher rental payments. This model does not provide 
opportunities to build equity or own additional land but building equity may be less of an issue 
for farmers who already own land or run large organic operations with higher margins. 
 
New farmers seeking to farm regeneratively who do not have access to land or credit will likely 
be incentivized by secure land tenure with a path to building equity and shared risks. Secure 
land tenure can be provided through long-term leases. The opportunity to build equity could 
be in the form of a lease-to-own arrangements with the option to purchase the land, through a 
ground lease, or through sweat equity. Local Farms Fund, a community impact farmland 
investment fund that focuses on beginning farmers in the NY Hudson Valley, gives farmers the 
option to purchase their leased land after five years.144 Another strategy is ground leases, which 
allow farmers to own any structures they build or infrastructure improvements they make. 
Agrarian Trust, a non-profit that leases land indefinitely to farmer collectives, uses this 
approach. An additional strategy is to account for sweat equity that farmers put into land 
management when the land is sold to the farmer or another entity. Another large regenerative 
fund that has not yet launched is considering this approach. In order to share risk so that new 
farmers are not unduly burdened, leases can use variable rent structures similar to Iroquois 
Valley’s where rental payments and investor returns are related to farm profitability.  
 
These models have been successful in attracting farmers, but these models reflect a very small 
number of total farmers. The adoption of organic remains small, with only .9% of total cropland 
acres certified. There has been increased interest from farmers in learning regenerative 
farming, motivated by financial and/or ecological concerns and increased scrutiny on 
agricultural practices. Well-known regenerative rancher Gabe Brown’s consulting business 
Understanding Ag, which works with conventional and organic farmers to adopt regenerative 
practices on their land, has grown exponentially in the past four years. While the existing 
regenerative organic REITs have successfully attracted qualified farmers, the vast majority of 
farmers in the U.S. do not have the technical skills to implement regenerative practices. In 
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order to attract enough farmers to scale this model, this technical knowledge barrier must be 
addressed. § 
 
Summary of Priority Incentives and Support for Regenerative Farmers 

Farmer 
Demographic 

Long-
Term 
Lease 

Variable 
Rent 

Affordable 
Credit 

Investor 
Capital 
Improvements 

Ground 
Lease  

Sweat 
Equity 

Lease-
to-Buy 

Market 
Opportunities 

New 
regenerative 
farmers, no 
land 

+++ +++ +++ + + +++ +++ +++ 

New 
regenerative 
farmers, some 
land 

+++ +++ ++ ++ + + + ++ 

Experienced 
regenerative 
farmers, some 
land 

+++ ++ + +++ + + + + 

*Plus signs indicate the relative importance of each component, based upon the case studies conducted. 

 
Conventional farmers, who farm 99.2% of total farmland and do not fall into one of the 
categories above, may not be interested in learning regenerative practices unless they are 
incentivized by changes to the crop insurance program that encourage regenerative practices 
that reduce risk, or are motivated by potential increases in profitability, or see their neighbors 
succeed. This group will need additional supports, like one-on-one technical assistance, peer 
support networks, and to be able to increase their margins. These elements are not part of a 
private investment model but would be essential to the ability of one to scale. 
 
5.1.2 Can regenerative agriculture be made investable? 
 
Investors assess the rate of return on an investment in farmland through the capitalization rate, 
an estimate of annual income divided by the farmland’s value. Investor firms have developed 
strategies and metrics to enable farmland selection and valuation. For regenerative agriculture 
to be investable, there must be a way to reliably and consistently model how farming practices 
relate to ecological outcomes, yield, profit margins, and financial returns while meeting social 
goals. This model must be able to predict the impacts of regenerative agriculture on these 
outcomes across a variety of crop types, climates, terrains, and soil types and account for labor, 
equipment, and other infrastructure needs, as well as input costs and crop prices.  
 
There has been a proliferation of tools designed to help farmers better manage their land and 
model outcomes associated with certain practices, like Colorado State University’s COMET-

 
§ For further discussion of farmer attitudes and needs regarding lend tenure, please see “Farmland 
Investment as a Vehicle for Environmental Conservation; An analysis of stakeholder attitudes and social 
impacts” by Karina Mudd. 
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Farm, Unilever’s Cool Farm tool, Monsanto’s Climate Corporation, and USDA’s Land-Potential 
Knowledge System. These tools use a combination of data from experimental and test sites, 
remote sensing, and predictive models to estimate environmental outcomes associated with 
land management changes.145 However, even modeling one piece of this work, such as 
ecosystem services, is extremely complex and expensive, and still cannot provide high levels of 
certainty about outcomes.146 None of these models connect these changes to financial 
outcomes. 
 
According to regenerative farming experts, it is possible to work with individual farms to 
identify a set practices that will make a better return and provide agroecological benefits. 
However, this ideal suite of practices depends on the particular farm’s crops and individual 
characteristics such as its soil, climate, terrain, and the farmer’s skillset and equipment. 
Currently, there is not enough data available, and there is so much heterogeneity across farms, 
that it is not possible to systematically model the profitability of investing and converting 
farmland to regenerative farmland at scale.  
 
There are currently companies working to address this issue and make regenerative agriculture 
investable, but they remain limited in scope. CIBO Technologies has developed a 
“Regenerative PotentialTM” calculator and voluntary carbon marketplace with the goal of 
scaling regenerative agriculture. The proprietary calculator is marketed to farmland investors to 
help “discover, manage, and invest in new land” for a subscription fee.147 The calculator 
estimates the “regenerative potential” of conventional farmland at the field-level based on the 
adoption of regenerative practices like cover cropping, fertilizer application, and tillage. The 
regenerative potential is calculated in terms of total carbon footprint, nitrogen leaching, and 
crop yield. The tool also provides historical crop yield and weather data, management history, 
estimated market value, and inherent productivity.148  
 
However, this model is limited to a few commodity crops, practices, and outcomes. The 
calculator is only able to provide yield and productivity calculations for corn, soybeans, and 
cotton, but has not been able to model specialty crops like fruit and vegetables.149 It is also 
unclear whether CIBO can model the full suite of regenerative practices and outcomes. Based 
upon the information that CIBO has made publicly available, it appears that they only model 
cover cropping, fertilizer application, and tillage, with the goal of identifying carbon footprint 
and nitrogen leaching, and it is unclear for how many crops these predictions are available. 150 
These are a limited subset of practices and outcomes regarding regenerative agriculture, and 
they do not encompass any of the social goals. Additionally, there is not yet any published 
research on the accuracy of these models.  
 
At this point, more farm-level data is needed to understand the relationship between practices, 
outcomes, and financial returns. Current modeling efforts have not yet been able to 
successfully model specialty crops that are crucial components of the food system. As of now, 
more data is needed to understand if the risk created by this variability and uncertainty could 
be overcome through diversification of different farming operations across different regions. 
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Additionally, these models have dramatically simplified the definition of regenerative, limiting 
the scope of its potential benefits to a small set of practices and outcomes. These challenges 
limit the potential scalability of private investment in regenerative agriculture. 
 
5.1.3 Can a private investment vehicle effectively facilitate implementation of regenerative 
practices and achieve desired outcomes, and keep land in regenerative farming? 
 
5.1.3.1 Meeting Regenerative Agriculture Goals 
 
There must be mechanisms in place to ensure that land managed by a private investment 
vehicle is being farmed using regenerative practices and that social and environmental 
objectives are met, and to ensure that the farmland remains in regenerative agriculture.  

First, this requires having a robust definition of regenerative agriculture that can be 
operationalized effectively in investment and farm management plans and in the field. Since 
the applicability of different regenerative practices depends on the local farming context, the 
best approach is a practice-based framework rooted in a set of principles that inexpensively 
models outcomes using existing tools.151 Additionally, this entails monitoring, reporting and 
verification.** It may be beneficial to have a third-party verifier, similar to organic certification. 
There is no government-approved standard for regenerative, but several organizations are 
working to develop certifications. 

Implementing regenerative practices may be at odds with an investment manager’s fiduciary 
duty. Some regenerative practices tend to more directly benefit the farm and therefore farm 
profitability compared to other practices that may provide important ecosystem service 
benefits that are spread more generally. Different practices will lead to different returns on 
investments when considering the public vs. private benefits. 

 Investment managers generally must seek to maximize profit in order to do their fiduciary duty 
to stakeholders. Therefore, investment firms may be limited to only implementing practices 
that are profitable. There are several tools that can help connect social goals with investment 
strategy. One way to address this limitation is to become a benefit corporation, which is a legal 
tool in twelve states that allows companies to incorporate social goals into their decision-
making and balance financial and non-financial interests.152This tool could reduce legal risk to 
private investment vehicles for accomplishing social goals. However, investment firms may still 
be incentivized to focus on implementing only the practices that are profitable, rather than the 
ones that primarily provide important public benefits.  

 
** For further discussion of this recommendation and discussion of monitoring, reporting, and verification 
approaches, please refer to “Investing in Soil Health via a Regenerative Farmland Investment Trust: A 
Policy Analysis and Pilot Recommendations” by Molly McGregor. 
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Companies could also incorporate social goals related to regenerative agriculture and 
provisions preventing the sale of farmland into their bylaws. These goals should be developed 
in partnership with farmers to ensure that the bylaws are fair and feasible to accomplish. 
However, there would need to be accountability and transparency to ensure that these 
principles were being implemented and that social, economic, and environmental goals were 
met. The B Corp Certification, administered by the non-profit B Lab, could help provide this 
accountability mechanism. Iroquois Valley is both a B Corporation and a public benefit 
corporation, and Farmland LP is a certified B Corporation.153 Certified B Corporations are 
scored using an impact assessment that looks at impacts on workers, customers, community, 
and environment. However, the relevancy of the impact assessment tool is not clear as it is not 
designed with farmland investment in mind.154  

Another strategy to ensure that social goals are achieved is to have a non-profit manage the 
private equity investment vehicle. Non-profits cannot manage REITs, but they can form limited 
partnerships and manage LLCs. Non-profits occasionally manage funds that have a social 
purpose. For example, the Fair Food Network operates a mission-driven Fair Food Fund that 
provides loans, royalty financing, convertible debt, or equity investments to food and farm 
entrepreneurs.155 Soul Fire Farm, a non-profit, manages land that is owned cooperatively by 
Soul Fire Farm Land Stewardship LLC, which includes all resident-members in decision making 
with a one member, one vote structure.156 

5.1.3.2 Preserving Regenerative Farmland 
 
Investment vehicles could use several strategies to ensure that land remains regeneratively 
farmed in perpetuity. The bylaws of the investment vehicle could prevent the sale of land, 
though this has the downside of also preventing farmers from being able to purchase it. 
Another strategy is to use a property covenant, which is an agreement between two or more 
parties regarding the use of property and can extend regardless of the transference of the 
land. They can be restrictive and prevent certain activities, or they can be affirmative and 
require certain activities.157  
 
Another strategy is a conservation easement. A conservation easement is a legal agreement 
where a landowner gives certain property rights to land trust or government agency while 
retaining others, often in exchange for a fee.158 The land trust, government agency, or other 
entity holding the easement is responsible for monitoring and enforcing the terms of the 
easement and every state has different laws regarding easements. Landowners who donate 
land to conservation easements can deduct 50 percent of their income for 16 years after 
donating the land, up until they have deducted the full fair market value of the easement.159 If 
they receive a payment less than fair market value, they can deduct the remaining value from 
their income taxes.160 The agreement exists in perpetuity as a deed restriction attached to the 
land.161 Conservation easements typically restrict activities that can be done on land, like 
development, but can also be affirmative, such as requiring that land be farmed.  
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In the farmland context, landowners may give away the right to subdivide land, construct 
structures, and develop land, and agree to keep the land in farming. One type of conservation 
easement, an affirmative agricultural easement, can proactively affirm agriculture land uses and 
can keep land affordable due to the transfer of development rights. This transfer of rights 
lowers the property value as its “highest” use is now agriculture. Typically, there will be a third 
party who helps develop a conservation plan on how to manage the land. Easements are 
complex legal documents that require consultation with an attorney and are a significant time 
investment. This strategy can be highly effective at keeping land in agricultural production, but 
the easement must be well-written and it can be challenging to find funding for a non-profit or 
government agency to purchase the easement.  An affirmative regenerative agricultural 
easement should affirmatively support regenerative agriculture but should avoid being overly 
prescriptive and restrictive, which may impede farm management decisions later on. An 
easement should affirmatively allow farmers to develop the infrastructure they need to farm, 
like structures or irrigation.162 A private investment vehicle could manage land that is protected 
by an agricultural conservation easement, with the easement held by a non-profit land trust or 
government agency. Investment firm staff should not have representation on the land trust 
board to avoid a conflict of interest.163  
 
The private investment vehicle would need to work with a land trust or create a land trust that 
held the easement rights. There is limited federal, state, and philanthropic funding for 
easements. However, if an investment firm is able to receive fair market value for the easement, 
this can help generate a return to investors. This decreased value can then make the land 
affordable for farmers in a lease-to-buy model.164 Another issue is that the market value 
calculations of real estate appraisals and conservation easement appraisals may differ. For 
example, one private investment firm said that they considered placing an easement on some 
of their acreage, but the different between their appraisal and the conversation easement 
appraisal was so large that the payment they received for the transfer of the easement would 
not have met their fiduciary duty to investors. These funding challenges, which depend on the 
specific land parcel and local and state laws, make it challenging to scale the use of affirmative 
agricultural easements.  
 
5.1.4 Are enough investors willing to invest in this new product? 
 
For investors to be willing to invest in this new product on a large scale, investment managers 
must be able to make and demonstrate a reliable, consistent, and attractive financial return. 
Additionally, the investment horizon and liquidity must be acceptable given the returns. There 
are several different categories of investors relevant in this context: individuals, family trusts, 
philanthropic foundations, non-governmental organizations, investor advisors, and investment 
firms.165 To date, most of the investors in existing regenerative organic investment vehicles 
have been accredited investors and institutional investors. 
 
Farmland provides returns through three sources: operating return from rental payments, land 
appreciation, and land transformation that adds value. Land transformation can consist of 
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increasing productivity through soil amendments, irrigation infrastructure, drainage tiles, or 
utilizing more intensive production techniques to increase yields.166 Land transformation can 
also happen through transitioning land to become certified organic, which increases land value 
and allows investment managers to increase rental payments.   
 
Existing farmland investment models focus on identifying undervalued or undermanaged 
commodity farmland and investing in land transformations through capital improvements and 
better farming techniques to increase yields, or in the case of organic farmland investment, to 
garner higher rents and increased land values due to the organic premium. Additionally, 
organic certification already has monitoring and verification processes built into the program, 
which lowers the fixed costs of measurement to further regenerative farming objectives, as the 
needed soil testing can be layered on. Unlike organic, regenerative agriculture typically does 
not have a premium, except in cases where farmers are able to effectively market the 
regenerative benefits of their products to consumers, often through direct sales. None of the 
existing private investment models identified are systematically making a better return that can 
be directly attributed to use of regenerative practices.167 This finding suggests that this model 
would require some type of subsidy or incentive at scale. 
 
Existing regenerative models are providing pre-tax annualized returns between 3 and 10 
percent.168 This range is lower than the average return of 10.39 percent for all U.S. farmland 
over the past decade, which has consistently outperformed the S&P 500.169 The variability in 
returns that different regenerative private investment vehicles offer is related to investment 
firm’s choices regarding the types of farmers they lease to, investment horizons and liquidity 
options, what happens to the land after the investment horizon, their leasing model (payment 
amount, payment structure, and whether farmers have an option to purchase), and how directly 
they manage their farmers. The most profitable model on this spectrum works with 
experienced farmers who currently run mid-sized operations, collects relatively higher rent 
payments without an option to purchase, provides a high level of managerial direction, and 
relies on the organic premium to increase rents and land appreciation. This type of fund 
requires expert farmers who can farm organically and understand and manage complex 
infrastructure. While this profitability is likely to be attractive to a broader swath of individual 
and institutional investors, this model is challenging to scale because it relies on identifying 
undermanaged land, the organic premium, and a pool of experienced farmers who know how 
to farm organically or are willing to transition to organic. 
 
Iroquois Valley has successfully attracted a diverse range of investors who are interested in 
their social mission and are willing to accept a lower rate of return. Their investors include 
individuals, revocable trusts, joint investment accounts, IRA tax-deferred investment accounts 
and foundations, LLCs, and non-profits. Unlike Farmland LP, IV can accept investments from 
non-accredited investors with a minimum investment of $10,000, which comprises 35 percent 
of all equity investments in their Direct Public Offering.170  
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Private investment vehicles that work with a potentially significant pool of new regenerative 
farmers will be much riskier, due to these farmers lack of operating history and fewer years of 
experience, meaning that returns will likely be lower and the risk of default higher. This 
investment strategy would need to include proactive support in skill development and business 
management for these farmers. It can also be more difficult to attract equity investments for 
this group – one fund that focuses on new farmers was not able to attract sufficient equity 
investments and instead borrowed debt. There are much fewer farmland funds focused on this 
farmer group.  
 
The sale of conservation easements on private equity-owned farmland can provide a source of 
income for returns, but they also decrease land values, lowering value created by land 
appreciation. This dynamic is particularly true in areas that have bigger gaps between market 
value and agricultural values, like peri-urban areas in coastal states. This present a tradeoff 
between regenerative agriculture goals and investor returns that challenges the scalability of 
this model. 
 
If the returns are relatively low, but the social mission is high, this model could attract impact 
investors and Environmental, Social & Governance (ESG) investors. The impact investment 
market is estimated to be currently valued at $715 billion, while the ESG market is estimated to 
be valued at $38 trillion.171 However, ESG market has outperformed the stock market in recent 
years, so it is unclear how many ESG investors would be motivated to invest in regenerative 
farmland if the returns were not competitive.172  
 
This model may appeal to impact investors like foundations and investors who are looking to 
break ever or make lower returns in exchange for positive social and environmental impacts. 
One such group is Slow Money, which is an investing network that provides zero interest loans 
to local organic farms and small food enterprises. Slow Money has invested $79 million in 806 
organic farms and food enterprises since 2010.173 More research is needed to understand 
potential interest and preferences of these investors in relation to a regenerative farmland 
investment opportunity. 
 
5.1.5 Are there sufficient individuals with the technical expertise to form and operate 
regenerative farmland investment vehicles? 
 
Of the three private investment models evaluated, an LLC provides the most flexibility 
regarding management structure and governance and is the easiest structure to form. This 
model is the simplest to create and operate. LLCs can be managed by most other s-
corporation structures, including other LLCs, limited partnerships, and non-profits.  
 
As farmland has increasingly become an investable asset class over the past two decades, 
there has been an explosion of investment managers who identify, evaluate, and purchase 
farmland.174 However, the vast majority of these firms are focused on conventional agriculture 
and commodity production. One report in 2019 identified 40 private investment firms that use 
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investable strategies with regenerative agriculture criteria.175  Regenerative agriculture 
investment managers need skills in farmland identification and valuation, management of 
farmland as a financial asset, and an understanding of the social, economic, and environmental 
goals of regenerative agriculture. Currently, there are few individuals with this training.  
 
There are professional societies for farmland managers, like the American Society of Farm 
Managers and Rural Appraisers. Similar professional groups could be developed to help 
regenerative farmland managers connect and develop training and professional development 
opportunities for aspiring regenerative farmland asset managers.  
 
5.1.6 Is there enough land available for purchase by investment managers to reach the 100 
million acre goal? 
 
While some estimates have predicted that 40 percent of farmland will change hands by 2035 
as farmers retire, little of that land will be available for sale in public auctions. Since 52 percent 
of farmland is transferred by inheritance or gift, a much smaller portion of this land will be 
available for sale in public auctions or through informal networks. Currently, only around 4 
percent of land is sold in public auctions and 44 percent is sold to non-relatives, primarily 
through real estate listings, informal networks, or through new online farmland platforms such 
as AcreTrader, Tillable, and FarmTogether.176 In theory, that would leave 48 percent of total 
farmland acres expected to be transferred available, about 175 million acres (including both 
cropland and pasture). However, accessing this land may be difficult due to the challenges 
described above.  
 
Additionally, nine states currently ban corporate ownership of farms, which would prevent a 
private investment vehicle from owning farmland in these states. The nine states are: Iowa, 
Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Oklahoma, South Dakota, and 
Wisconsin.177 
 
5.1.7 Summary of Effectiveness Analysis 
 
In summary, this model could attract farmers without secure land tenure who are interested in 
adopting regenerative practices, but the size of this pool is unclear, and additional barriers 
would need to be addressed to attract a significant number of farmers. The current efforts to 
model the profitability of agriculture are still untested and only apply to a small subset of crops. 
It will be very challenging to systematically model the relationship between yield, ecological 
outcomes, per acre margin, and financial returns across the full spectrum of farm and crop 
types. Additionally, it may be difficult to access enough suitable land given current ownership 
structures and transfer patterns. Given these existing barriers and uncertainties, it would be 
challenging for an investment model to attract sufficient investment and scale to 100 million 
acres. However, this model could provide secure land tenure and access to capital for a smaller 
subset of farmers, given sufficient measures to ensure that social and ecological goals are met, 
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such as B Corp certification, public benefit corporation status, and affirmative agricultural 
easements. 
  
5.2 Efficiency Analysis 
 
The average cropland acre in the U.S. was worth $4,100 in 2020, meaning 100 million acres of 
cropland is worth approximately $410 billion.178 However, there are additional costs involved in 
finding, purchasing, making capital improvements to, and managing farmland. One existing 
fund solicited $9700 in equity per acre of cropland purchased and managed, which translates 
to about $970 billion for 100 million acres. In order for regenerative private investment vehicles 
to scale to include 100 million acres of cropland by 2030, somewhere between $410 billion and 
$970 billion worth of private capital may need to be invested. 
 
Cost-effectiveness analysis can be used to examine the efficiency of attracting private 
investment in the purchase and management of regenerative farmland to achieve desired 
social and environmental outcomes. This is accomplished by estimating the resources 
necessary to scale this investment and evaluating how well this strategy maximizes the public 
interest. 
 
To successfully meet regenerative agriculture goals, investment firms must base decisions that 
balance social and ecological goals with profit maximization and implement practices that 
create public benefits even when they are less profitable. In order to meet these goals and 
scale this model beyond undermanaged commodity farmland and the existing pool of 
experienced farmers, returns will likely be much lower. In this case, investors may not consider 
this investment attractive unless there is some government incentive attached, such as an 
income tax deduction. However, providing a government incentive to encourage investors to 
profit from regenerative agriculture may be an inefficient use of government funds. It is more 
efficient and effective to pay farmers directly for implementing desired practices, as the 
California Healthy Soils Program does. This strategy directly compensates farmers for the fixed 
costs of the public benefits they generate, rather than paying investors for the public benefits 
farmers generate. Several interviewees, including a regenerative agriculture fund manager and 
staff from an ecosystem service market, expressed support for directly paying farmers for 
practices.179 These supports could be provided to farmers regardless of whether they are 
landowners or renters. 
 
Case Study: California Healthy Soils Program Incentives Program 
 
The California Healthy Soils Program (HSP) Incentives Program was launched in 2017 and is 
funded from California’s cap and trade revenue. This program awards grants to farmers to 
implement soil health practices, like cover cropping, mulching, conservation plantings, and 
no-till, based on the average implementation cost per acre. Farmers must apply and can 
receive funding for multiple practices up to $75,000. In 2020, the HSP Incentives Program 
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awarded $21.7 million to 324 projects.180 This program helps address the fixed costs 
associated with adopting regenerative practices, but it is unclear if they payments are high 
enough to address opportunity costs associated of incorporating diversified farming into 
high value crop production.181 However, this program provides a promising model of 
payments for regenerative practices that can be layered on to existing NRCS programs and 
other incentives.  

 
5.3 Equity Analysis 
 
This section considers the distributional impacts of scaling a regenerative private investment 
vehicle on farmers, investors, and communities. Private investment in regenerative farmland 
has several serious equity concerns that should be considered.  
 
Any private investment vehicle will have a power imbalance between tenant farmers and 
investors/investment managers. The regenerative requirement, while intended to meet social 
and environmental goals, if imposed without meaningful participation from farmers, could 
result in overly burdensome requirements and excessive surveillance. Therefore, it is crucial 
that farmers are given a meaningful stake in the development of the monitoring, reporting, and 
verification scheme, the rental payment and lease structure, and strategies to ensure that 
farmers can build equity and benefit from the model. This should include farmer representation 
on the board. Additionally, there needs to be a fair way to find remedies when farmers are not 
able to meet mandated targets, or to ensure farmers are supported in years of lower yields and 
income.182  
 
For example, some landlords currently base their rental payment requirements off of the 
revenue insurance they know a farmer can expect to receive based on the land’s proven 
yield.183 Hypothetically, if a federal incentive that pays farmers for implementing practices like 
the California Healthy Soils Program was implemented, a private investment firm without 
sufficient guardrails could base their rental payments off the size of the incentive payment, 
removing or undermining the incentive for farmers. Several interviewees expressed concerns 
that this model would be extractive towards farmers, and others shared that the model seemed 
“feudal” or sounded like sharecropping. Without sufficient guardrails, this model could unfairly 
extract wealth from farmers and reduce their ability to build equity and a livelihood. 
 
If this model was to succeed in making regenerative farmland investable, this could increase 
the financialization of farmland with potential negative unintended consequences. Currently, 
about 3 percent of farmland acreage is owned by corporations.184 Conventional farmland 
investment is entirely focused on profits and losses, and distances ownership of land from the 
experience of owning land. A regenerative agriculture investment vehicle seeks to re-embed 
social and ecological values into farmland ownership. However, investment in farmland 
increases land prices, making it harder for farmers to access land, and creating more pressure 
to use land intensively.185 Evidence from California suggests that the conversion of 
conventional farmland to certified organic land can create a “land value spiral” where higher 
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rents lead organic farmers to use more intensive practices and allocate less time for soil to 
replenish.186 This evidence suggests that a model that aspires to combine social and ecological 
values with profit should consider possible negative impacts on increasing farmland values. 
 
 
Additionally, given the lack of government standards and the fact that regenerative agriculture 
is a set of principles rather than a list of boxes to check, this could create opportunities for 
farmland investors to falsely claim to be regenerative and use this claim as a shield while 
marketing themselves as socially and environmentally responsible investors. While an ideal 
version of a regenerative private investment vehicle would have measures of transparency and 
accountability, there is no way to ensure other firms seeking to financially profit from 
regenerative agriculture incorporate those guardrails. By contributing to the financialization of 
farmland, this model could fuel land concentration and further exacerbate economic inequality. 
 
Increased private investment in farmland could also remove wealth and opportunities for 
wealth from farmers and rural communities and shift it towards those who can afford to invest. 
Most of the existing regenerative private investment vehicles only take investments from 
accredited investors and institutions, and of those that accept non-accredited investors, the 
investment minimum is $10,000. While institutional investors are often managing pensions and 
retirement accounts, only 55 percent of Americans have any amount of money invested in the 
stock market.187 
 

VII. Non-Profit as Farmland Owner 
 
Non-profit entities can own farmland, and non-profit farmland ownership that attracts impact 
investment is one possible alternative to a private investment entity such as a REIT, RELP, or 
LLC that owns farmland. This option is distinct from an LLC or RELP that is managed by a non-
profit as discussed above, or a non-profit that holds an easement on farmland owned by a 
private investment entity. A non-profit model does not address the scalability issues regarding 
achieving 100 million acres farmed regeneratively, but in the realm of impact investment 
opportunities, this model could provide a robust way to ensure that social and ecological goals 
are met. Full consideration of this option is outside of the scope of this report, but a general 
overview is provided below. 
 
Non-profits may purchase and own land to advance their mission, and may receive private 
donations or investment, possibly from impact investors such as foundations, to facilitate land 
purchases and management. Non-profits can own land in fee, or can own a conservation 
easement, and they can rent out land they own. Two common types of non-profits that own 
farmland are conservation land trusts and community land trusts. Conservation land trusts, 
usually 501(c)3 non-profits, typically own conservation easements on privately owned land and 
monitor to ensure the easement agreement is being upheld but may also own land in fee. As 
with all 501(c)3 non-profits, they are governed by a board of directors. Community land trusts 
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are also generally 501(c)3 non-profits and tend to focus on land ownership for community and 
social benefits like affordable housing or community gardening. They tend to own land in fee 
and lease it to individuals through ground leases. Their bylaws generally prohibit land from 
being sold, and as with a conservation land trust, they are also governed by a board of 
directors.188 However, other types of non-profits can also own farmland to further their mission.  
 
There are promising alternative lease-based non-profit models that can achieve the social and 
environmental goals of regenerative agriculture through prioritizing democratic-decision 
making, community control and shared governance. For example, the non-profit Hmong 
American Farmers Association (HAFA) in St. Paul, MN was able to work with an impact investor 
to purchase a parcel of land on their behalf with a lease-to-buy agreement. HAFA did not have 
the capital to purchase the land, and this strategy allows the land to be transitioned to non-
profit and sub-leased to their farmers, while giving HAFA time to acquire the capital needed to 
buy the land. The lease agreement between the impact investor and HAFA includes provisions 
regarding the usage of sustainable production practices. 189 Another example is the non-profit 
Agrarian Trust, which owns land through donation and partial donation, and works with groups 
of farmers in small geographic areas to create Agrarian Commons, where farmers lease land 
and collectively govern the Commons through a majority local board.190 However, these 
models may only be attractive to philanthropic investors, or Slow Money investors.  Depending 
on the model and goals, they can provide between zero return to a 4 percent return to 
investors.  
 
Case Study: Agrarian Trust Model 
Agrarian Trust is a 501(c)3 nonprofit with a mission to “support land access for the next 
generation of farmers” by addressing land access issues and helping farmers be land 
stewards through a collective governance model.191 Agrarian Trust oversees local 501(c)2 
and 501(c)25 Agrarian Commons affiliate land holding entities. 501(c)2 entities are 
subsidiaries of 501(c)3 non-profits that are limited to owning, managing, and investing in 
properties, as well as conveying leases and receiving rental revenue.192 Agrarian Commons 
own land and farmer-members lease it through long-term leases. The bylaws prohibit 
Agrarian Commons from ever selling the land. Third-party conservation land trusts may hold 
conservation easements on Commons-owned land. Agrarian Trust is governed by a national 
board of directors, and Agrarian Commons are governed by majority local boards that are 
evenly split between farmers, community stakeholders, and Agrarian Trust staff. 
Improvements to farmland are either shared, rented, or owned by the farmer tenant. 
Agrarian Trust retains Rights of First Purchase options on all Agrarian Commons properties to 
ensure that properties remain the community interest. Agrarian Trust helps each Agrarian 
Commons to adapt their materials to the local context to create an equitable lease 
agreement, a good faith understanding agreement, ecological stewardship plan, as well as 
adopt bylaws that must be the same for all Commons due to IRS rules.  
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VIII. Summary of Key Findings and Recommendations  
 
1. A private investment vehicle likely cannot scale regenerative agriculture to 100 
million acres of cropland by 2030. 
 
1.1 An investment vehicle can attract some farmers by offering secure land tenure and other 
incentives, but this is insufficient to scale regenerative agriculture investment. 
 
To attract farmers, any vehicle needs to include secure land tenure, risk-sharing between 
investors and farmers, opportunities to build equity, and not have overly burdensome 
requirements. Depending on the farmer pool, other incentives like access to affordable credit 
or support for capital improvements may be appealing. However, for this model to scale 
beyond farmers already committed to using regenerative practices, additional barriers need to 
be addressed. These barriers include misaligned incentives created by the crop insurance 
program, technical knowledge barriers, cultural barriers, and lack of peer role modeling and 
support networks.  
 
1.2 Current efforts to model the profitability of regenerative agriculture are overly simplistic 
and untested.  
 
Modeling the relationship between ecological outcomes, yield, and profit margins relate to 
financial return while meeting social goals is extremely challenging due to the heterogeneity of 
farmland and cropping systems, and the uncertainty and/or cost of in-field monitoring, remote 
sensing, and predictive models.  
 
1.3 This model is likely not profitable when scaled to 100 million acres and may not be able to 
attract sufficient investment. 
 
Due to the barriers outlined above and the uncertainty regarding profitability and financial 
returns, this model is likely not profitable scaled to 100 million acres. Current models are 
profitable because of the organic premium and their focus on making capital and management 
investments in converting undervalued land to intensively-managed specialty crops. None of 
the existing models are systematically making a better return that can be directly attributed to 
regenerative practices. Given the tradeoffs between scale and profitability, it will be 
challenging to attract sufficient investment outside of impact investors. 
 
1.4 It will be challenging to identify sufficient suitable land for investment due to the system of 
land inheritance, informal networks, and corporate farming bans. 
 
About 175 million acres of farmland (including both cropland and pasture) may transition hands 
through formal or informal markets over the next decade. However, purchasing farmland 
requires access to social networks, and nine states ban corporate ownership of farms, so it is 
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difficult to know how many acres could be available for purchase. To reach 100 million acres of 
cropland, a significant portion of land being sold would need to be obtained.  
 
2. This model could be useful on a smaller scale if there are sufficient guardrails. 
 
2.1 For a smaller scale investment, an LLC structure provides the most flexibility and is the 
easiest form to set up and manage. To ensure transparency and accountability, the LLC should 
be certified as a B Corporation and public benefit corporation and farmers should have 
representation on the board. 
 
Compared to a REIT and a RELP, an LLC is the simplest corporate structure to create while 
providing similar tax benefits. This structure provides the most flexibility around structure and 
governance, which makes it more straightforward to include opportunities for farmers to build 
sweat equity and include farmer representation on the board. To ensure that the LLC is 
accountable to farmers and investors in accomplishing its goals regarding regenerative 
agriculture, it should be certified as a B Corporation and a public benefit corporation, which 
allows the LLC to balance non-financial and financial considerations and requires annual impact 
assessments. Another possible accountability mechanism is to have the LLC managed by a 
non-profit as opposed to another LLC, but this would be more complex to set up. Additionally, 
there must be clearly defined and fair strategies for when a farmer is unable to meet desired 
outcomes or targets, or in years of lower profits. Tenant farmers should be given a voice in the 
development of any regenerative private equity model, and representation on the board.  
 
2.2 Farmers need secure land tenure, risk-sharing, and opportunities to build equity. 
 
Tenant farmers, regardless of their experience and operation size, will be more interested in 
participating in a model that provides them enough security to mitigate the inherent risks of 
farming and to be able to invest their time and resources into the land. The key elements of 
this model are secure land tenure, risk-sharing through variable or cost share rent structures, 
and opportunities to build equity. Opportunities to build equity could look difference 
depending on the farmer demographic, and could include ground leases, lease-to-buy options, 
and/or sweat equity. Depending on the farmer demographic, the following other incentives 
may be relevant: affordable credit, peer support networks, equipment sharing, one-on-one 
advising, and support for capital infrastructure investments. 
 
2.3 There must be a clear definition of regenerative agriculture and tools to ensure that 
investor-owned farmland continues to be farmed regeneratively, ideally through affirmative 
agriculture easements. 
 
In order to achieve the desired outcomes of regenerative farmland investment, there must be a 
clear definition of regenerative agriculture that is specific enough to ensure outcomes are met 
but general enough to allow flexibility for local contexts. It may be more effective to focus on 
achieving outcomes in smaller geographic areas where there is less heterogeneity. Also, it may 
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be helpful to have a third-party verifier to ensure program integrity. Additionally, while 
affirmative agricultural easements are challenging to fund and set up, they are the most 
effective tool to ensure that land remains in farming. 
 
2.4 Prioritize leasing to farmers facing land access barriers and purchasing farmland owned by 
absentee landlords. 
 
Farmers that currently lack land access have the most to benefit from secure land tenure and 
risk sharing with an opportunity to build equity. This group includes new and beginning 
farmers, who are riskier, which may result in lower returns. However, working with this pool of 
farmers would best align with the social goals of regenerative agriculture. Absentee landlords 
are a good target for farmland investment as this group tends to be primarily focused on cash 
rent, so converting land owned by these landowners may have greater benefits compared to 
landowners that may have social or environmental stewardship principles.  
 
3. More research is needed to understand its effectiveness and potential negative 
impacts on land consolidation. 
 
3.1 Private investment in regenerative agriculture could spur broader financialization of 
farmland, further concentrating land and wealth and leading to negative social and ecological 
outcomes. 
 
This model could inadvertently lead to greenwashing by increasing the visibility of regenerative 
agriculture finance and creating opportunities for investment firms to claim to be regenerative 
without the accompanying accountability and transparency mechanisms. Increased farmland 
investment increases farmland values, which could make it harder overall for farmers to access 
land and create pressure to use land more intensively. Depending on whose land is purchased 
and what guardrails are included, the model could also shift wealth from farming communities 
towards investors, further concentrating wealth inequality.  
 
3.2 There are important tradeoffs to consider between equity, effectiveness, and efficiency.  
 
Providing more opportunities for farmers to build wealth through sweat equity, right to 
purchase, and ground leases reduces profitability for investors. Practice-based outcomes-
verified models will be easier to implement on smaller scales where there is less heterogeneity, 
creating a tradeoff between achieving a robust range of outcomes and scale. Working with 
new farmers creates important opportunities for access and improves social equity but creates 
more risk and lower profitability. These tradeoffs must be confronted in the development of 
any regenerative private investment vehicle.   
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IX. Conclusion  
 
9.1 Further Considerations and Limitations 
 
I was not able to speak with any farmers who participate in the models described throughout 
this report, though other farmers were consulted. Moving forward, it should be a priority to 
understand these farmers’ experiences participating in these models. Additionally, I was unable 
to do a more granular analysis focused on a particular set of crops or region or farmer 
demographic, which further research should home in on. This report focused on cropland, and 
more research should be done to identify how the findings identified here relate to pasture. 
Finally, these findings were developed based on the best evidence available through literature 
reviews, stakeholder interviews, and case studies, but more data and research should be 
collected to quantify and confirm these findings. 
 
9.2 Conclusion 
 
Private investment can in some cases address land access and capital barriers but will be 
insufficient at a larger scale to overcome the misaligned incentives and other barriers that 
prevent farmers from adopting regenerative practices. The U.S. agricultural system is oriented 
around yield, and federal policy incentives reinforce and maintain this status quo. Private 
capital can provide an important bridge for farmers, but current policies prevent many from 
crossing it. Farmers who choose to go against the grain and farm regeneratively encounter 
knowledge, cultural, and policy barriers in addition to land access and capital barriers.  
 
These barriers that maintain the status quo also exclude many groups from farming, including 
female, young, beginning, and people of color farmers.  Achieving the social, economic, and 
environmental goals of regenerative agriculture requires addressing questions regarding 
agricultural concentration, access, and power. It requires that people with knowledge of 
regenerative agriculture who have been excluded from the conversation are recognized. It 
requires grappling with the structural racism and social inequities in U.S. agriculture that have 
shaped the existing system and incorporating that context into efforts for change. Private 
investment, deployed thoughtfully, can be an important step in addressing land access and 
capital barriers, but there must be broader food system changes to meet the goals of scaling 
regenerative agriculture. 
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